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Lucifer is alive, going to a safe place. The Phoenix will watch over me. I will come back as soon as I can. Love you all, Abhi.

Arjun could not get the message out of his head. Abhi had been missing for six hours. Every attempt to trace his footsteps went in vain. Someone had taken a lot of trouble to make sure every trace was wiped off.

Abhi had left his phone and i-watch in Andy’s room. They had no trace of the boy. Andy was trying his best to retrieve the data from the CCTV cameras. Someone had wiped it clean. They could not even point to a time when Abhi left the hospital. Karan had scanned every inch of the hospital and surroundings. There was no sign of any struggle. Even the receptionist confirmed that the boy did not look distressed when he handed over the envelope.

Everything depended on Andy. Only the CCTV footage could give them a fair idea of what happened. For someone to have wiped the entire footage for the day screamed of danger. They were not dealing with amateurs.

It set off alarm bells, but what made matters worse was the message itself. Abhi believed Phoenix would watch over him. How could Phoenix do that when he was in the dark? 

Arjun always thought that Abhi was smart, and he did not expect the boy to walk away. Ash was distressed, Roohi was turning the hospital upside down, Andy refused to listen to reason. His family was falling apart, and for the first time Arjun did not know what to do.

He needed his Bhaiya by his side. Their family needed Abhimaan. If his Bhaiya was there, Arjun could have gone to him for advice. Abhimaan Rajwanshi always knew what to do. The face Arjun so loved was fading from memory. He had held on to a beacon of hope, refusing to let go of the man he loved, but the wait seemed to never end. He could only pray that his trust was not misplaced.

“I need you, Bhaiya,” Arjun whispered to himself. “Come back, please.”

Like always, there was no answer, but he heard the faint echo of footsteps. Someone was in the room with him. Arjun opened his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. He could not see a soul, but his instincts had never betrayed him before. He turned around carefully, not wanting to give himself away, but stopped dead in his tracks when a sharp knife was pressed into his throat. A pair of firm hands wrapped around his neck, making escape impossible.

Arjun towered over his captor by a good five inches, but the captor had the upper hand. It was not the knife that worried Arjun; it was the grip. One wrong move and the captor could snap his neck. Varma Kalai: a technique known by few, in which the body’s pressure points (varmam) are manipulated to heal or cause harm. And his captor chose it for harm.

“The art is used to save lives.” Arjun’s voice was laced with disdain. “Do not insult it.”

His captor pressed the knife a little deeper, the only answer to his statement.

Arjun’s eyes flashed. “What do you want?”

“I want you to take a message.” 

The deep feminine voice did not startle him. The moment she had wrapped her arms around him, he knew she was a woman. Her strength did not surprise him either; he worked with several strong and trained women. What surprised him was her ability to blend into the shadows. He had not felt her presence until the moment she had gone in for the kill. 

Only one other person had ever managed to surprise him, and that man had trained him in the dance of the shadows. For the first time, he had met a worthy opponent. If she had not used the art and violated the code of ethics, he would have given her his respect.

“Do I look like a postman?” He hissed, trying to buy time. 

Arjun knew she was there for a specific purpose. If she wanted to give a message, no one could stop her. Not even him. He refused to give her the satisfaction of the win.

“Do you want the boy alive?” Her voice deepened. 

If Arjun did not have rigid control and training in the art of survival, he would have snapped at her. The lady knew how to make a point.

“The boy will take your name soon, Arjun. I know what he means to you. And to the Dark Phoenix.”

Arjun froze. The way she emphasized Dark Phoenix told him it was personal.

“Who?”

“That is not relevant to you. If you want the boy alive and back home, send a message to Team Phoenix. I want Phoenix in exchange for Abhi. If Phoenix comes to me of his own free will, I will let the boy live.”

“The Dark Phoenix is dead.” Arjun’s eyes blazed with anger. How dare she threaten his child?

“You heard my message, Arjun. Send it to the team. Ardik would know how to get the message across. The life of your child hangs in balance. The price is not high to pay. The Dark Phoenix in exchange for the boy. There will be no negotiation.”

The lady dropped the knife and set Arjun free. It was a prop. They both knew it.

“You will take an innocent’s life to get to your target?” Arjun looked her in the eye. Her face was covered by the mask and he could not see anything past the pale brown eyes. The look of determination in them was undeniable. She was not giving empty threats.

“Phoenix has 24 hours to decide. If he does not come to get the boy, I will send the boy back in a coffin.”

Without warning, Arjun lunged forward. 

The lady dodged to the side, escaping Arjun’s grip with the grace of a predator. She countered the move with a swift kick to his midsection, but Arjun twisted away, his movements fluid and practiced. Years of combat came into play. She had great technique, but he was her equal match. 

The lady’s eyes widened, betraying her surprise. “You are trained?”

“So are you,” Arjun said as he lunged forward again. 

Once again she sidestepped with ease. They exchanged blows, each strike met with a block or a dodge. The woman spun and delivered a high kick to Arjun’s head, but he caught her leg and twisted, sending her sprawling to the floor. She bounced back on her feet in an instant, her eyes blazing with determination. She feinted to the left and then struck to the right, her fist connecting with Arjun’s ribs. He staggered back but quickly regained his balance.

She realized she could not win. Time was ticking by. They were at the hospital. Though Arjun was alone in Andy’s room, anyone could walk inside. She could not waste any time. When Arjun lunged forward again, she let him capture her. That was the only way she could have her arms around the man. The moment Arjun had her pinned to the ground, she wrapped her legs around him, trapping him. Arjun still had the upper hand, but she was exactly where she wanted to be.

With practiced ease, her left-hand fingers felt for the pressure point on Arjun’s neck. 

Arjun froze as he realized what she was doing.

“I don’t cheat in a fight, Arjun, but I am out of time.” The lady spoke as she pushed her fingers into the pressure point. 

Arjun’s eyes blurred.

“This will put you out for an hour. You will be unharmed. When you gain consciousness, send the message to Phoenix. Tell him I am waiting for him.”

“Who are you?” Arjun asked, struggling for his breath.

“Send the message across. 23 Pali Hill, 22.00 hours sharp, tomorrow. That is the deadline. The Dark Phoenix should come.”

Arjun tried to fight the darkness, but in the end his body won over. She laid him down on the floor, rose, and walked away without a backward glance.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Roohi followed the GPS location that tracked Abhi’s movement. Her team followed close behind. Andy was guiding their movement. Though Abhi had left the watch and phone behind, Karan had told them about the GPS tracker embedded in the chain the boy was wearing. Phoenix himself had installed the tracker. It was their saving grace.

They had tracked it to a dark alley and were moving in close. It was a notorious street for criminals. That lifted their spirits. They were sure Abhi was closer.

“Towards your left, Di. He is three feet away.” Andy’s voice resonated in Roohi’s earpiece. 

She turned around sharply. The alley was dimly lit. Roohi could not see anyone, but she could see a small trash can in the corner. It was too small to hold a boy Abhi’s age. Her heart pounded in her chest.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. Take a step towards your right.”

She did as he instructed.

“You are moving closer. Ten steps and you will reach him. How can you not see him, Di?”

Roohi’s eyes were trained on the trash can. Her head was telling her that the probability of finding the boy alive in the trash can was next to none, but her heart screamed in protest. She refused to believe what her senses were showing her. Roohi stopped in front of the trash can, but her hand refused to cooperate. 

Karan put his gun away and opened the trash bin. A repulsive aroma filled the air. The tangy smell of blood hit them hard. Roohi took a step back, not willing to face the inevitable. Karan steeled his heart and reached for the bag that was covered in blood and filth. 

Nishita sliced the bag open, revealing an old teddy bear.

They looked at each other, surprised. The bag was a gory sight, but the teddy bear looked well-loved. They could see the stitched ears, a sign of someone’s love to keep the toy intact.

“What is this?” Roohi reached for the teddy. It did not look threatening. She was more than relieved that Abhi was safe.

“Did you find him?” Andy’s voice startled Roohi. “Is he okay?”

Roohi shook her head. She forgot Andy could not see them. None of them were wearing body cameras. The boy was only tracking the signal.

“No, Andy. There is no one here.”

“But how is that possible, Di? I can track both devices at the same location. You are holding on to the tracker now. There is no other explanation.”

Roohi looked back at the teddy she was holding. It was only then that she noticed the zipper at the back of the teddy. She undid it quickly and found a note wrapped around something. The moment she opened the note, a small Rudraksh bead fell from the paper. 

Karan picked it up and sighed. It was the same bead in which Phoenix had implanted the device.

“What’s in the letter?” Nishita asked. 

Roohi handed the letter to her without a word. She did not know what to make of it, but she could not hold back the tears of relief that rushed to her eyes and looked away to hide them.

Karan tensed as he read the letter.

The boy is safe with me. Tell the Phoenix not to worry. I will keep the boy safe. In exchange, I want Lucifer dead. The day I hear about his death, I will send the boy home, to where he belongs. Until then, he is my guest. Your friend.

“Who is this friend?” Nishita looked up, confused.

“And how does he have Abhi?” Abhay asked, equally confused.

The boy had walked out on his free will. He was taken, of that there was no doubt, but why would a friend take the boy? What was happening? Nothing made sense to them anymore.

Karan stepped aside to make the call. The message had left him shocked. He dialed Arjun’s number, but there was no response, so he called the only other person who could help them.

“Did you read the message?” Karan could not keep the worry out of his voice.

“I am on my way. Arjun is not taking calls. Find out what happened.” The deep baritone voice betrayed no emotions.

“Abhi...”

“A friend does no harm, Karan. For now, we trust that. Go to Arjun and find out what happened. The rest can wait.”

The call was unceremoniously disconnected. Karan rushed back with the team to the hospital. If the Commander was concerned, it could not be overlooked. Something was very wrong and he could feel it in his bones.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: Seraphina
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Nestled on the edge of a rugged coastline, the small cottage stood as a beacon of hope against the vast expanse of the sea. Its weathered wooden exterior was covered in thick ivy, becoming one with Mother Nature. A narrow path lined with wildflowers led to the front door, which was painted a vivid blue. A stark contrast to the cozy surroundings, but it only added to the magic of the cottage. The songs of seagulls and the sounds of crashing waves created a magic of their own. The cottage was a child’s dream, a safe haven, but for Abhi, it was his prison.

He looked outside the window. The familiar sight of the sea did nothing to soothe his heart. His heart was filled with pain and longing. He was worried about his Big-B. He craved his Bhaiyu’s warmth. He wanted Ash to take him in her arms and assure him that everything would be fine. His Bhaiya... Abhi closed his eyes against the rush of tears. His guardian angel no longer knew his location. Phoenix could never find him again.

Abhi hugged the pillow to his heart and cried silently. The room was cozy and warm. His captor was kind enough to look after his comfort. The room took care of all his needs and much more. There was even a TV and PlayStation for him, but all Abhi wanted was his family. Even as the sobs broke out, Abhi knew he had no one to blame for the situation. No matter how hard he tried, he could not forget or forgive his own foolishness.

His actions came to haunt him with vengeance. 

The day in the hospital, when he saw the doctor giving the shot to his Big-B, he was worried. When he confronted the doctor, he received no answer, but the man pressed a paper into his hand and walked away. What Abhi read in the note shocked him to the core.

Lucifer is alive. I am waiting for you outside. Walk away without creating suspicion. I promised you my protection. You are no longer safe here. Trust no one. Leave your wallet and phone behind. Do not talk to anyone; make no calls. You are being watched. Your family is in danger. 

Lucifer will not hesitate to kill them to get to you. Walk away and come down. No one should know. I am waiting for you in the basement. 

Come fast. 

Phoenix.

If he were in his senses, he would have known that his Bhaiya would never ask him to walk away from his family. He would never send a stranger to do his job. Dark Phoenix always called him personally. He made sure to be there for Abhi always, but the moment Abhi read about Lucifer, he lost courage. Andy was already in the hospital. Arjun and Ash were civilians. Though Arjun was a powerful man, Lucifer was the devil. The thought of his family in danger terrified Abhi.

If the devil used an innocent girl to trap him, he could do anything to fulfil his agenda. Abhi could not risk the family he loved. They had taken him in to save him. He could not put their lives at risk. His first instinct was to call his Bhaiya, but the note warned him not to use the phone. 

Fear paralyzed Abhi. He would have walked away anyway, but he knew his family loved him. He could not leave an open message, nor could he leave without informing them. The code Andy taught him came to his rescue.

Despite the warning, he took a leap of faith, wrote the letter, and left it with the receptionist. Even as he walked away, Abhi could feel the eyes watching him. He was sure someone was following him, but he did not know who. His heart longed to go back to his family, but his mind whispered caution. He could not bear to sacrifice his family. If the only way he could protect them was by walking away, he would do that gladly.

For once, he wished he had the chance to hug his Bhaiyu, but he could not wait for him to come back. His heart knew he would not be able to leave once he saw his Bhaiyu again. So he steeled his heart and walked into the basement, to the only other person he considered his family. 

The basement parking lot was empty. It was the parking reserved for staff only. The shift had changed two hours ago and there were no lingering staff around. It was the perfect time to walk away.

Abhi looked around, not sure what he was hoping to find. His Bhaiya came to him in all guises. Abhi never knew what to expect. Someone honked the bike, startling him out of his thoughts. He turned around and found a rider dressed in black waiting for him. The rider’s face was covered by the helmet. 

Abhi hesitated, unsure what to do. The man motioned him to come over. Abhi’s heart raced. Every time he was in his Bhaiya’s presence, he felt soothed, but for the first time, his gut was screaming at him to run away. To turn back and leave.

“Bhaiya?” Abhi called with hesitation. 

The rider hopped down from the bike and made his way towards him. Abhi’s heart raced. He could not be sure it was his Bhaiya. He wished he had the watch with him. The security would have rushed to his side the moment he pressed the panic button. 

As the man closed the distance between them, Abhi had to bite down the urge to run. He was letting fear dictate his actions. He needed to trust his Bhaiya.

“Let’s go.” The man commanded as he stopped right in front of him. 

The voice set off alarm bells. Abhi had never heard the voice before. His Bhaiya had a deep, rich voice, commanding but equally soothing. The man’s voice paled away in comparison.

“Come, Abhi.” 

The man reached for Abhi’s hand, and in that instant Abhi knew it was not his Bhaiya. He could recognize his Bhaiya’s touch even with his eyes closed. The Dark Phoenix was the first man he had ever hugged. The first person to have offered him comfort and warmth. He could never be mistaken.

“Who are you?” Abhi pulled his hand back. 

The man tried to grab him again, this time dropping all pretenses. 

Abhi opened his mouth to yell, but someone grabbed him from behind and silenced his scream. The attack happened so suddenly that Abhi was left shocked. He could count ten of them. He had no chance of making it out safely.

At that moment, he realized his foolishness. For six months he was so protected that he had somewhere let his guard drop. The Abhi whom Phoenix once rescued would never have taken the bait. The Abhimaan Rajwanshi he had become trusted too easily. 

Abhi felt like a fool, but he fought harder. He was not a helpless child. He knew how to give a good fight. Even when outnumbered, he fought them to the best of his ability.

A goon yelled when Abhi’s feet landed on his private parts. Abhi aimed for it on purpose. Fairness in a fight was reserved for a worthy opponent. Another goon punched him hard in the gut, making the breath whoosh out of his lungs. It had been so long since Abhi was hit that he doubled down in pain. He had almost forgotten what it felt like to be helpless and under someone’s control. The punch made him face reality. If he got caught, there would be no saving him. He would rather die than go back to the monster.

Abhi doubled his efforts, trying his best to get away, but it was ten against one. Soon they had him under control and were dragging him towards the waiting van. Abhi’s heart sank. He could feel his life slipping from his hands. He closed his eyes against the tears that rushed to them. 

Abhi wished he had never stepped out of his Big-B’s room, but it was too late for regrets. He would not see his family again, and that ripped his heart apart. He could handle the pain and abuse, but the thought of losing the people he loved was more terrifying to him.

He was on the verge of giving up when suddenly a goon dropped dead on the ground, shocking the others. The goons looked around, but there was no one in sight. They had not even heard gunshots. Before they could blink, another goon fell down, holding his chest. The goon who was holding Abhi staggered as a dart hit his heart. 

Abhi’s eyes widened in surprise as one by one the goons fell.

The rider who had lured him pulled out his gun. The man’s eyes scanned for the invisible enemy. 

Abhi tried to set himself free, but the man pressed the gun to his temple, stopping him dead in his tracks.

“Come out or I will blow the boy’s brains out .” The rider threatened.

Abhi shook his head furiously. Whoever it was, he did not wish to put the person in danger.

“If I were you, I would not do that.” A deep female voice startled them. 

They turned around just as the lady raised her hand in the air and launched a quick dart into the rider’s heart. The rider’s eyes widened in surprise before he fell to the floor, his eyes rolling.

The lady seized the weapon from the rider’s hands and shifted her gaze towards him.

“Don’t they teach common sense in school these days?” Her voice was a sharp reprimand. 

Abhi flinched, his eyes lowering of their own accord.

The lady clicked her tongue in disapproval. “You are always glued to Andy’s side. I expected you to be a little smarter, Abhimaan.”

Abhi’s eyes widened in surprise. “How do you know my name?”

“I know a lot more than your name, kiddo. The man who is looking for you now is a threat to you and to society.”

“Lucifer?” Abhi gasped.

“The one and only.” The lady disposed of the gun quickly and motioned him to follow her.

“I need to go back...”

“You cannot.”

Abhi’s eyes widened in surprise. 

The lady reached for his hand, her eyes softening. “Listen to me, kiddo. Right now that hospital is surrounded by his minions. We do not know who they are or how to fight them. If you go back, they will strike again. This time I may not be able to save you.”

“I will not make the same mistake again.”

The lady shook her head. “Lucifer wants you, Abhimaan, and he will stop at nothing. Andy is already hurt. If you stay here, they will target your family. Arjun, Ash, Uncle. No one is safe. Nor are you. I can take you to a safe place.”

“No.” Abhi pulled back in fear. 

He had fallen for a similar message once and could not do that again. “Roohi Di will know what to do. Thank you for saving my life, but...”

“It does not work that way, boy.” The lady shook her head again. “I came here to take you away. It was a sheer coincidence that they got to you first.”

Abhi took a step back. His instinct was to run, but before he could react, she sprayed his face with something. Abhi swayed immediately. The lady grabbed him before he could fall.

“Let go, Abhi. You are safe with me, bachcha. Don’t fight it. This is the best for everyone.”

Abhi struggled to stay awake, but it was an impossible battle. His vision darkened, and before he lost consciousness, he felt her arms gently cradling him. He should have been terrified, but all he remembered was feeling safe.

When Abhi opened his eyes next, he was in the cottage. He did not even know how far they had come, or where they were. The lady was right there beside him, waiting for him to wake up. He tried to run, but she held him back. She told him that the house was secured and he could not run away, and he believed her. If she were resourceful enough to get him out of the hospital undetected, she was capable of doing anything. After warning him, she quietly walked out of the room, leaving him alone.

More than 24 hours had gone by since he was brought into the cottage, and yet nothing changed.

Abhi was startled out of his thoughts when the lady walked back with a food tray. He was not expecting her to come back soon or even get him food. She placed the tray down and sat beside him. 

Abhi pushed the tray away. He was not eating the poison. For a second he thought of her as a friend, and the betrayal stung hard.

“If you want to run away, you have to build up your strength, Abhimaan. For that, at least you need to eat.” She pushed the tray towards him.

“No, thank you.”

The lady shook her head, amused. “You think I poisoned it?”

“You are quite capable of it.”

“I don’t harm kids.”

“Your actions speak differently.”

“Stubborn to a fault! A Rajwanshi indeed.” 

The faint hint of annoyance and suppressed amusement in her voice surprised Abhi. She behaved like she knew his family well and confused the hell out of him. The lady tore a morsel and took a big bite.

“See? It’s not poisoned.” She said after she swallowed the bite.

“No poison works so quickly.”

“Not that dumb, are we?” She smiled. 

Abhi had to look away. The twinkle in her gray eyes reminded him of Roohi. Even Roohi had the same self-confident aura around her. Where Roohi held herself back, the lady seemed warm and generous. Not that Abhi thought of his captor in those terms, but that was what she was trying to portray.

“Let me taste everything for you, so that you are no longer in doubt.” She said, as she made a show of tasting every dish on the plate. She even poured a glass of water for herself from the jug and finished it.

“We will be having all meals together, kiddo. It will save me the extra calories.” As she shook her head again, her long hair cascaded down her back. 

She pulled it back with a casual hand and knotted it into a bun. Abhi found himself observing her from under his eyelashes. She was a careless beauty. No matter how hard he tried, he could not stop himself. She wore a casual jacket and a pair of jeans that did little to hide her well-toned physique. The ease with which she had held him when he fell showed him that she was powerful.

He could not peg her age, but she did not look old. Looks can be deceiving, but her warm face could easily fool a devil. She had a motherly persona and a daredevil attitude, a combination Abhi had never seen before.

I hate her. Abhi chanted in his mind, reminding himself that she was the enemy, but his dumb heart refused to see her as one.

So he hissed at her. “You don’t know who you kidnapped, lady. You don’t know my Bhaiyu...”

“Arjun is a sweetheart.” The lady’s eyes turned a deep shade of gray. “And you are his cub. Don’t worry, I am prepared for the lion’s wrath. That does not bother me. Anyone else I should worry about?” She asked as she picked up a magazine and made herself comfortable on the couch.

“My Big-B works...”

“For Team Phoenix. The infamous team that works from the shadows and protects the country. Phoenix himself saved you from Jinesh, and you saved Phoenix’s life in return. Now you have the man’s protection. Another lion ready to defend his cub. Again, boy, I am prepared. Those three don’t worry me...”

“You should be worried, lady...”

The lady cut him off. “It’s Seraphina, not lady. I would appreciate it if you use my name.”

Abhi’s eyes widened in surprise. “Seraphina? What kind of name is that?”

“Phoenix? What kind of name is that?” Seraphina countered.

“That is a codename.”

“And you know the man behind the mask?”

Abhi looked away. He had given away a lot without meaning to.

“Kha le (Eat), Abhi. I am not interested in the Phoenix’s identity. I do not care what he does or who is wearing the mask now. All I want is the family safe, and that man slaughtered.” Her eyes glinted with fury.

“Lucifer?” Abhi asked, making sure he was not hearing it wrong. 

She nodded quietly, pretending to read through the magazine.

“And you want my family safe?” Abhi pressed.

She nodded again.

“Who are you?” Abhi could not help the question.

“I told you, kiddo, I am Seraphina. That is all you need to know. I am not the enemy. You will stay with me until Lucifer meets his end. Once Phoenix has done his job, I will send you back home. I am sorry I took you away from your family, but this is the only way you can all stay safe.”

“Why do you want us safe? Why are you doing this?”

Seraphina looked at Abhi with a sad smile. She wanted to say a lot of things, but she knew Abhi would not understand. No one would. So she said the only thing that came to her mind.

“Because I like to.”

Abhi looked away, blinking tears. That was what his Bhaiyu said to him every time. He wished he could talk to Arjun. He wished he could tell him that he was safe. The thought of his Bhaiyu worrying about him brought tears to his eyes.

Seraphina’s voice softened. “I know you love them, Abhimaan. Sometimes love is difficult. If the only way we can protect someone is by staying away, then we should do that.” 

She placed the food tray back into his hand. “Eat to honor the love that was given to you. Take care of yourself. I need to send you back home safely. It will hurt Arjun if you starve yourself. Apne Bhaiyu ke liye hi kha le. (Eat for your Bhaiyu).”

She got up and walked away. 

Abhi let the tears fall. Why did he want to trust her? Why, when she had taken him away from his family, could he not hate her? 

Abhi had no answer, but she had given him something to hold on to. A hope. She said she would send him back home. He would see his family again. Abhi could fight the devil to have his family back. She was right. He needed strength to fight back.

He looked at the food. It was simple. Roohi often made simple dal and roti for him. He relished it more than the other delicacies. Abhi put his apprehension aside and ate a morsel. It tasted nothing like Roohi’s cooking, but it was delicious. He wished it were bland or bad. Then it would make it easier for him to hate her. She was making things difficult for him. His only hope now was his Bhaiya.

Abhi felt for the Rudraksh around his neck. The mala was still there. He hugged it to his heart. His Bhaiya would know where he was. He pulled out the Rudraksh and gasped when he saw the bead with the tracker gone. 

Abhi’s eyes filled with despair as his last hope was extinguished. He wanted to cry again, but Abhi forced the tears at bay. He had taken the name of a brave warrior. He would not disgrace the name by wallowing in self-pity. He would find a way out of the prison. He would find a way to get back to his family. He would make his way back to his Bhaiya. Abhimaan Rajwanshi would find a way back home. No one could stop him. Not Seraphina. Not even Lucifer.
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​Chapter 2: Retired Colonel Aakanksha Trivedi
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A boy was running through the woods, crying for help. Arjun could hear the echo of footsteps. The boy was being followed. His heart raced as the boy reached for him, but before he could offer his hand, the boy vanished in smoke.

“Abhi.”

Arjun yelled in fear. He tried to search for the boy, but all he could see was smoke.

Before he could panic, a gentle hand caressed his forehead. Even in sleep, Arjun felt soothed. The touch could work its magic any day. He wanted to open his eyes, but even asleep he knew the man would vanish the second he opened them. If his Bhiaya were only his imagination, Arjun wanted to hold on to it. He needed to be held and soothed.

He drifted off to a peaceful sleep, holding onto the warmth. When he opened his eyes after an hour, he felt relaxed. His first instinct was to look for his Bhaiya, but as usual, there was no one around. Once again he felt cheated. 

For a year he clung on to threads, desperate to hold on to his last hope, but now he could feel his heart giving up. It was difficult to know and not to react.

“Arjun.” The deep, commanding voice made Arjun stiffen. 

If he had not been so agitated, he would have felt his presence. He hated how the man sneaked in on him every time. The Commander was the only man who managed to do so with success. Arjun both hated and admired the trait in him.

“Why are you here?” Arjun got down from the hospital bed. 

He did not know when he had been shifted there, but he knew who to thank for the favor. If he ever got his hands on the witch again, he would repay the favor with interest.

“How are you doing?” The Commander asked quietly. 

“That is not what I asked, Commander.” Arjun emphasized the last word. 

For once, he wanted the man to use his real voice and get rid of the mask. It was unfair that the Commander knew about Arjun’s identity, and Arjun knew nothing about the man overseeing the operation. In a way, he was glad the man was a temporary presence in his life. Arjun preferred to lead his own team. He did not need a Commander.

“You were out for two hours. The doctors are still running tests on you, trying to find out what happened.”

“But you do?” Arjun’s eyes blazed with challenge.

The man nodded. 

Arjun was not surprised. There was a reason he was assigned as the commander on Lucifer’s case. The man was the only person who had personal experience dealing with Lucifer.

“Varma Kalai. I am sure you know that yourself.”

Arjun’s eyes glinted. “Do you know the chick?”

The Commander’s voice betrayed no emotion. “Lilith.”

“Really? They could not have come up with a more original name?” Arjun rolled his eyes. 

Fiction swore by it that Lilith was Lucifer’s woman. Though there was no reference to the same in the Bible, some authors refused to let go of the fantasy. It looked like Lucifer himself believed in the idiocy.

The Commander did not react. “Her real name is Dr. Sanjeevani Balasubrahmanyam. She was the daughter of the famous healer Ajith Balasubrahmanyam. Nine years ago, a vandalism took place in their home. The man was brutally murdered. His wife and daughter were raped by the same people who murdered him. Mrs. Balasubrahmanyam died the same night, but the daughter survived the assault and was hospitalized. Sanjeevani testified against the culprits, who were convicted to juvenile prison. All seven of them were high-schoolers.”

“What?” Arjun’s eyes widened in surprise. 

Rape, murder, robbery, these were heinous crimes. He could not believe that the court let them go with a slap on their wrists.

“They were 16-year-old kids...”

“Monsters. Age should not matter...”

“I agree, Arjun, but that is how the system works. That is our law. And unfortunately, our law failed a victim.”

Arjun’s eyes flashed. “And she became the demon to avenge the crime?”

“Close enough, but it was not Sanjeevani who took the revenge. It was Lucifer. Rumor has it that Lucifer had a thing for Sanjeevani, a woman twenty years his junior. She never reciprocated his feelings, but when he broke into the juvenile home and murdered all seven of the perpetrators, he won her undying loyalty.”

“Don’t tell me they have created a spawn together. One Lucifer is bad enough.”

The commander shook his head. “The assault took away a lot of things from Sanjeevani. Motherhood was one of them.”

Arjun closed his eyes in frustration. His Bhaiya always believed that monsters were not born, rather created. It was a tragedy that their own failures created monsters.

“If she paid you a visit, then she must have a message. Does she want Abhi?”

“She already has him.” Arjun’s eyes sizzled with anger. Whatever sympathy he had for her washed away the instant he thought about Abhi’s plight. “She wants Dark Phoenix in exchange for my child.”

The commander’s eyes locked with Arjun’s. “Did she say Dark Phoenix or...”

“She said exactly what I told you now.”

“Does she know you are...”

“No.” Arjun shook his head. “She told me I should get Ardik to send the message to Dark Phoenix. This is not the time to worry about identities, Commander. A child’s life is at stake.”

“Abhi is safe.”

Arjun’s eyes widened in surprise. “What? Where is he?”

The commander showed him the letter that came with the teddy bear.

“Nonsense.” Arjun crumpled the letter. “I am telling you that the boy is with her...”

“This came with the tracker, Arjun. You know about the tracker...”

Arjun scoffed. “A friend has no reason to abduct Abhi. The boy is smart. He will never step out with a stranger. He does not trust people, Commander. You should know this better than anyone else.”

“Look at the facts, Arjun...”

“The woman took a risk, came into the hospital, tackled me for a reason. If she has Abhi, I refuse to take a risk.” Arjun’s hands fisted at his side. 

All he could think about was Abhi in the woman’s hold. She could do anything to the boy. Abhi had suffered enough. Arjun did not want him to go through the same pain again.

“Did she give you proof?”

Arjun fell silent.

“She knows the boy is important to you, Arjun. You filed for adoption. That is on the public record. Lucifer must have known by now that Abhi is very important to you. He is playing you. The man is an expert in manipulation. If they had Abhi, the boy would be dead by now.”

Arjun’s eyes blazed with fury. He wanted to punch the commander, but the man read his emotions and took a step back.

“He is counting on this anger, Arjun. Don’t become a pawn in his game.”

“You would rather I let my child become a pawn?” Arjun’s voice filled with disdain. “We took an oath to protect the innocent. Did you forget that, COMMANDER?”

“We also took an oath to put our country before our emotions.” The commander’s voice was as calm as it always was. 

Arjun wondered if anything ever touched the ice-man. “So you are going to sacrifice Abhi?”

“All I am asking is that you do not jump to hasty conclusions. Your team will look at you for guidance.”

Arjun’s eyes flashed. “Exactly, Commander. My team, my rules, my command. The boy has my protection. No harm shall ever befall him. You have no say.”

“That is not how this works, Arjun.” The commander’s voice turned stone cold. They both glared at each other. Two alphas fighting for dominance, neither willing to back down.

“That is how I work, Commander. You are...”

“But I have what you want.”

Arjun took a step back as if he had been struck.

The Commander held Arjun’s gaze. “Once we have the Devil in our control, you will not have to put up with me anymore. I will fulfil the promise I made to you. Give me a few months, Arjun. That is all I ask. Thousands of lives are at stake. One mistake and we may never save them.”

Arjun fell silent. The Commander spoke the truth. One mistake and they would compromise a lot of innocent lives. That was not an option. As a leader, he understood that, but as a brother, nothing seemed more important than Abhi.

The sound of footsteps alerted them to someone’s approach. Arjun turned around to warn the man, but by the time he did, the commander was already gone. Damn the man and his instincts!

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Four hours later, Roohi walked into the room to check on Arjun. The man was uncontrollable. Since the moment he regained consciousness, Arjun was seething with fury. He fired the entire security team in anger. Andy, who always calmed him down, was backing Arjun all the way. Karan and Ash refused to intervene.

The Rajwanshi family was hard to deal with on an ordinary day. Now with Abhi at stake the Rajwanshis were furious. The message in the teddy bear did not help at all. 

Her team had instructions to stay put, which confused Roohi. Arjun should be the first one to lead the search for Abhi. Those instructions made no sense to her.

As she expected, Arjun was yelling at Shawn, the security in-charge. If the man did not enjoy the privilege of being AR’s best friend, he would have been fired along with the staff.

“They should have known to do their jobs, Shawn. What are they paid for?” She overheard Arjun yelling.

“Roohi said they could take a break for a few hours, Arjun. It was no one’s fault. We thought the threat was over. The security team had not slept for 48 hours. This is not our city. We do not have a backup team. The security personnel are human. If you want to fire anyone, fire me.” Shawn stood his ground. “I agreed with Roohi and gave them a day off. The police officers were stationed right outside Andy’s room. One of our teams was patrolling the hospital entrance. There were men stationed at every parking lot. The staff parking lot did not cross my mind. How is that their fault?”

Arjun looked away. Shawn was not wrong, but the team should have shadowed Abhi. The boy was to be protected at all costs.

“We thought Lucifer was dead, Arjun.” Roohi said quietly. 

Like Shawn, she felt the pinch. It was her decision to give the team a break. Even her officers needed rest. She had swapped them for the police staff and paid a heavy price. Roohi was counting on Abhi for compliance, and it was a grave error of judgment.

Arjun ran his fingers through his hair. He could not blame Roohi when he himself assumed that the man was dead. The only threat to Abhi was Lucifer. Somewhere they all slacked when Lucifer was declared dead. He should have known that the man did not die so easily. He had learned it the hard way and yet let himself be fooled.

“Arjun...”

“Don’t, Roohi. Right now, I am not in a good mood. Give the team a month’s paid leave. I do not want to see any of their faces right now. Not until I get my child back.”

Roohi nodded in agreement. She was relieved to hear that. She could reassign her officers. Arjun had no say over the secret agents who worked under her. She was worried about the men who worked under Shawn. Arjun had come up with the best solution.

Roohi waited for Arjun to add more. When he did not, she looked at him. “We cannot find the boy like this, Arjun. We need a plan.”

Arjun did not answer.

Roohi looked at Shawn, hoping he could talk some sense into Arjun, but Shawn only shook his head. Roohi looked back at Arjun.

“Can I talk to you alone?”

Arjun nodded. 

Shawn walked away without a word.

The second the door closed, Roohi came to the point. “Why did you ask us to stay put, Arjun? We need to find the boy. The success of finding someone reduces drastically after the first 24 hours of abduction. You know the stats, Arjun. If you want the boy safe...”

“Abhi ko kuchh nahi hoga. (Nothing will happen to Abhi).” Arjun’s voice was sharp, almost a reprimand. “The team’s priority should be Lucifer. I can take care of my child.”

“Abhi was my responsibility...”

“Not any longer. You are no longer on my security or Abhi’s. We need you on the field. Nishita needs more help. Andy is working on tracking Lucifer’s current location. As soon as we get a location, we strike.”

“But Abhi...”

“I will find him...”

“Let me help you, Arjun. Abhi is much more than an assignment for me. You know that.” Roohi’s voice filled with anguish. 

Arjun nodded in silent acknowledgement. He knew how much she loved him, but she was an officer and had responsibilities.

“This cannot be part of the mission, Roohi...”

“The boy is family to me. I will give my hundred percent to the mission, but I cannot forget about Abhi. I need the boy to come back safely. You pledged your protection to the boy. That must mean something to the team.”

“We don’t run on personal agendas, Roohi. Team Phoenix was created for a greater cause. The man who wears the mask and his personal feelings have no bearing on the team’s goals. Phoenix wanted Abhi safe, and he ensured it to the best of his ability. The government gave Abhi the best. Now Abhi is my responsibility. I will get him home safely. You don’t have to worry about the boy.” Arjun’s tone softened.

Roohi looked like she wanted to say something but fell silent. She trusted Arjun, and in that situation, there was nothing they could do about it.

“Do you believe Abhi is safe?”

“I don’t know, Roohi.” Arjun ran his fingers through his hair. “But I will get him home safely. If I cannot protect my child, how will I protect the country?”

Roohi nodded. What he said hit a point hard. For her, Abhi was like a sibling, but Arjun was adopting the boy. No one could be more concerned about Abhi’s well-being than Arjun.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

It was past midnight, and Arjun was gone for hours. Andy could not sleep. No one knew where his Bhaiyu was. This time even Karan was in the dark. After instructing the team to stop searching for Abhi and focus on Lucifer, Arjun had vanished. He was not even taking Andy’s call, and that worried the boy.

Despite Phoenix’s instructions, Andy was running a parallel search on Abhi. He did not know what his Bhaiyu planned, but he could not rest until he knew the boy was safe. He was sure his Bhaiyu was trying his best to trace Abhi, and Andy wanted to help in the best way possible. He knew Ash and Karan were doing the same.

Karan had called in personal favors. The entire Goa police department was on the lookout for Abhi. Ash had enough influence to pull in favors from the home ministry. Abhi had become a priority case for the police. The department was doing its best, but still there was no trace of the boy. 

Andy was baffled that someone had wiped out the entire traffic footage. Whoever they were dealing with was no amateur. They knew exactly what they were doing and did not hesitate to use whatever means necessary.

Andy was startled out of his thoughts when his phone beeped. He checked the notifications. Someone had stepped into his Bhaiyu’s suite. He was monitoring the feed of every room they had booked. After Abhi’s incident, he could not take any more risks.

Andy rushed to his Bhaiyu’s room. It was almost two in the morning. He was sure Arjun had not had his meal. Andy wanted to make sure Arjun ate something, but when he walked into the room, he was surprised to see his dad with Arjun. 

Andy stiffened when he realized Arjun was drunk again.

Ashok guided Arjun to the couch and helped him sit.

“I am okay, Mr. Rajwanshi.” Arjun pulled back from his hold, but Ashok did not honor his wishes. 

Arjun looked near collapse. Ashok forced him to sit down and handed him a glass of water.

“Drink.”

“I don’t need it.” Arjun pushed the glass away. 

Ashok forced him to take a few sips.

“Alcohol will not get the boy back, Arjun.” Ashok spoke softly. “I know you are worried, but this is not the solution.”

“So says the man who cannot stop drinking himself to sleep every night.” Arjun laughed, but there was no humor in his eyes. 

Andy shook his head and stayed hidden. Neither of them had noticed his presence. He could have walked out, but he knew his Bhaiyu respected his dad a lot. If Arjun said or did something he should not have done, he would regret it forever. Andy could not let his brother do something he would regret later. As they were only having a conversation, he decided to watch without interfering.

“I know the pain of losing a child, Arjun.” Ashok said after a minute’s silence. “It can destroy you.”

“Like it did you?” Arjun locked eyes with his father. 

Ashok did not deny it. “I let myself forget that I have three other children. I forgot I had other responsibilities. Abhimaan was my strength. Losing him destroyed me.”

“Not just you.” Arjun muttered to himself. “It destroyed us all.”

“But you coped, Arjun. You took on the responsibility for Andy and Ash. You made sure your siblings wanted for nothing. I know what Abhimaan meant to you, but you did not let his death destroy you. Rather, you emerged stronger. Don’t let Abhi’s missing get to you. You cannot help the boy when you are agitated.”

Arjun looked away. 

Ashok was tempted to reach for his son’s hand but resisted. Arjun was not ready, and neither was he. They had a bitter relationship. He never understood his child’s needs and let Abhimaan deal with everything. In the end, he lost the bond with his child. That was on him to undo.

He said quietly. “The police are doing everything they can. They will find the boy.”

“It’s been more than 24 hours, Dad. Abhi does not trust anyone. I am not sure if he even ate.” Arjun’s voice shook with emotion. 

He needed to talk to someone, and Ashok was there. It did not matter if his dad did not care about him, but he knew Ashok cared about Abhi. Otherwise, his father would not come looking for him in the middle of the night.

“Don’t do this to yourself, son.” Ashok reached for Arjun’s hand, forgetting his inhibitions. 

He could feel Arjun’s distress. He might not have understood his child’s needs, but he could understand a parent’s pain well enough.

“Nothing will happen to Abhi. As much as I have seen him, the boy is a survivor. He will eat, if only to keep himself alive and strong. I am surprised that the boy walked away of his free will. Abhi does not trust easily...”

“He is a child, Dad.” Arjun shook his head. “He is 16, and he went through hell. The only man he trusts with his life is Phoenix. Don’t blame the boy for walking away. We have grown up and made worse mistakes.”

Ashok shook his head. “I am not blaming him, Arjun. I said I was surprised. Abhi does not trust anyone other than you. Even when he is with Andy, he is always looking at you for validation. How did Phoenix gain his trust? And if he did, what is he doing now? Shouldn’t he be looking for the boy?”

Arjun laughed. “Country before family, Dad. How can you not know? Phoenix’s life belongs to the country. I guess a child does not matter?”

Ashok shook his head. “Country before family does not mean you sacrifice your family for your country. Your family is the part of the country you protect. Phoenix should know this better. The boy is not a pawn in anyone’s game. If the man went over and above to swap Abhi with an officer to get him away from Lucifer, what is he doing now? I cannot believe he is not there leading the search team.”

“Well, I guess he is too busy saving the country. I do not need him to protect my child.” Arjun’s voice was laced with resentment. “I will find Abhi myself.”

Ashok nodded, but he knew it was easier said than done. He knew the statistics in abduction cases. The chances of finding the victim after 24 hours diminished drastically. He did not wish to say it aloud and distress his son. 

Ashok was working with his friends, calling in favors, trying to find out the boy’s location. He had barely had any interaction with Abhi, but the boy unknowingly made a place in his heart. From the day Arjun told him about the adoption, Abhi became family. Ashok only realized that now.

Ashok got up to keep himself engaged. He did not believe in brooding. So, he quietly rolled the food tray back to Arjun. He had ordered the food the minute he spotted Arjun in the bar. 

Arjun had come there an hour ago and then ordered drinks. Ashok had gone there to do the same, but when he saw his son reaching for the sixth glass, he had enough and dragged Arjun back to the room.

Arjun saw the food and stiffened. “I do not need it...”

“You need to maintain your strength.” Ashok served the food and placed it before Arjun. “That boy will count on you to find him. Eat before you collapse.”

Arjun did not reach for the plate. 

Ashok sighed and sat down with him. “You were 15 when you came down with chickenpox. Do you remember those days?”

Arjun nodded. Those were the worst two weeks of his life. He was confined to bed and could not even meet his siblings because of the infection.

“Abhimaan was the only one who stayed with you. He sent Ash and Andy to my sister’s place. I was worried about you two and rushed back home.”

Arjun frowned. He did not remember having seen his father. The only one he ever saw for those hellish 14 days was his Bhaiya.

“I know what you are thinking, Arjun, and you are not wrong. I did not stay for long. We were in the middle of a war. They could not spare me for more than a day, but I could not stay away knowing that you were sick. I know you think I did not care...”

“I never said that, Dad.” Arjun shook his head. 

The real problem with his father was that he cared a bit too much. Ashok was so desperate to see Arjun succeed that he went about it the wrong way. Ashok was never a negligent parent, but he was misguided in his ways.

“Well, let’s say I did not give you a reason to trust me.” Ashok shook his head. “But you idolize your Bhaiya, don’t you?”

Arjun did not deny it.

“That day when I came home, I saw Maan in the kitchen. He looked exhausted, but he was having his meal. The doctor had just told Maan that your infection worsened. There was a probability that you needed to be hospitalized. He called me an hour before to give me an update on your condition. He sounded so distressed on the phone that I assumed he would fall apart. Like always, Maan surprised me.”

Arjun’s eyes misted. His Bhaiya stood strong through everything. He remembered those days well. His Bhaiya had nursed him through sickness, and once he recovered, he held him and broke down into sobs. The man knew when to hold on and when to let go.

“Even when he was falling apart, Maan took care of himself, because he knew his brother....” Ashok shook his head, knowing that was not entirely true. “his child” Ashok added softly, “needed him.”

He placed the food tray back into Arjun’s hand. “You don’t have to follow in your Dad’s footsteps, Arjun. Maan raised you the right way. You share my blood, but you have your Bhaiya’s compassion. Don’t make my mistakes. Eat and stay strong for your child. We will find the boy. Rajwanshis never fail. Remember that.”

Ashok got up and made his way to the door. He had said what he wanted to say. The rest was on Arjun. 

When Andy saw Arjun reaching for the food, his eyes filled up. He always thought his father was a useless person, that he did not care. He never respected the man. Andy still resented Ashok for the way he treated his Bhaiyu once, but at that moment, Ashok Rajwanshi won his respect.

Ashok saw him at the door and stiffened. There was a narrow corridor between the door and the room. That was how they never saw Andy.

“Tu kab aaya? (When did you come?)”

In answer, Andy wrapped his arms around his father and buried his face into his embrace. Ashok was shocked. That was the first time his youngest child had initiated any form of bodily contact with him after almost five years.  

“Thank you.” Andy whispered against his chest.

Ashok patted the boy’s back awkwardly. He still did not know how to show affection. Abhimaan understood the unspoken words. His other children needed words, and he did not know how to express himself.

Andy pulled back and wiped his eyes. “Do you think we will find Abhi?”

Ashok nodded, a glint of determination entering his eyes. He did not care about the statistics. Abhi needed to come back home, and they would find him.

“Can you do me a favor?” Andy looked him in the eye. 

Ashok nodded again. 

Andy grabbed his hand and guided him away from the room.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Ashok sat in silence as Andy worked on his laptop. The boy had guided him to his room. 

Andy’s fingers moved with lightning speed on the keyboard. He quickly printed a photograph and handed it to Ashok.

Ashok looked at the photograph, and his eyes widened in surprise as he saw the woman. “She is...”

“Retired Colonel Aakanksha Trivedi.” Andy supplied. 

He was too agitated to notice his father’s reaction. “I tried to get information on her, but I am shut down every time. I do not have clearance.”

Ashok nodded. That was a given. “Why do you need information about her?”

“Since the moment we stepped into Goa, she had been shadowing us.”

Ashok’s eyes widened in surprise.

“I did not realize it at all. Even the security team did not pick up on her. She blended in naturally. I would never have found out if I had not been looking for Abhi’s traces. I ran a scan through all my personal photographs to identify people we might have met over the past few days who could be potential enemies. There were quite a few matches. Jiju is taking care of the others, but this woman is a surprise. Why does a retired Colonel have to follow us?”

Ashok’s eyes flicked. “How can you be sure? It could be a mistake.”

Andy shook his head and showed him a couple of photographs in which she was captured. All taken at different places: at the airport, in the hotel lobby, at the concert, even near their car. She was there in every one of them. 

The reason she never triggered suspicion was that she was in disguise. At the airport, she was an air hostess. At the concert she dressed up as a model, even dyed her hair for effect. In the hotel, she was housekeeping staff. The mask partially hid her face. If Andy had not run the facial recognition software, he never would have known it.

He showed Ashok another photograph. The one he had taken at the fast-food center with Abhi. The lady who prepared the samosas Abhi ordered was none other than Aakanksha.

“She is also enrolled as a guest teacher at Maurya High.” He pulled out the school website and showed it to his father.

Ashok’s eyes glinted. “Does Karan know?”

Andy shook his head. “I got this information an hour ago. I did not wish to disturb him. If you can get information...”

“I know her, Andy. She is not the enemy. She cannot be the enemy.” Ashok shook his head, his eyes heavy with sadness.

“How do you know her?”

“She was your brother’s fiancée.” Ashok had to pause to control his emotions. “She was the love of Maan’s life. If Maan were alive, they would have...” Ashok shook his head, dispelling the depressing thoughts. “She is not the enemy, son. She is family.”

Ashok got up and walked out of the room, unable to hide the tears that rushed to his eyes. 

Andy looked back at the woman’s photograph in shock. 

What exactly was he missing?
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​Chapter 3: Outranked 
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Abhi waited in silence in his room, his heart pounding with fear. He was waiting for Seraphina to fall asleep. No one could keep a 24-hour vigil. His experience with the monsters had taught him that. Life always gave an opportunity to escape. It was on the person to grab the opportunity or let it pass. Abhi had always fought for himself. For the first time, he had more motivation to escape. His desire to reunite with his family.

Once he escaped, all he had to do was contact his Bhaiyu or Bhaiya. They would make sure he was safe. One opportunity was all he needed. As the clock struck three in the morning, Abhi tiptoed out of the bedroom. The house was quiet. He could hear waves crashing against the shore. There was no sight of a living soul outside.

He knew Seraphina lived on the ground floor. Once he came down, he dared to peek into her bedroom. He was taken aback when he saw no one in the bed. Had she left him alone in the prison and vanished? Abhi was confused. She did not look like the type to slack in her job.

He looked around carefully, but there was no one. Abhi gathered his courage and walked to the door. To his immense surprise, he found it open. Not wasting time, he pushed the door further, only to find her seated on the doorstep. Abhi sighed in frustration. He should have trusted his instincts.

“At least you were not dumb enough to try the window,” Seraphina said as she rose and dusted her hands. 

Abhi looked away. The window had been his first thought until he realized he could not risk the jump with his sprained leg. If he were unharmed, or if she posed a bigger threat, he would not have hesitated to take that route.

Seraphina shook her head. “You should be resting, young man. I have to send you back to Arjun in one piece. Since the moment I set eyes on you, I knew you were trouble. How does Arjun handle you?”

“Aapse matlab? (It’s none of your business)” Abhi huffed, trying hard not to sulk. She was the enemy! He should be upset with her, but her mild reprimand made him feel guilty. Abhi did not know what to make of the feeling, so he retorted with sarcasm.

“I am sure your Bhaiyu taught you not to use that tone with your elders.”

“You are the enemy.”

Seraphina nodded in amusement. The boy had an answer for everything. She was learning to like him, and that made her pause and evaluate the situation. She could not afford to get attached. Once Phoenix fulfilled her demand, she would have to send the boy home. She was already causing the family pain. 

Arjun loved the boy; of that she had no doubts. He was the last person she wanted to hurt, but she could not risk sending Abhi home before Lucifer was caught. The man would not hesitate to slaughter the entire Rajwanshi family to get to Abhi. She could not let that happen.

“You don’t look like a bad person, Seraphina. I don’t know what agenda you have, but you have no right to make a decision on my behalf. I need to go back to my family,” Abhi’s voice was filled with longing. “They must be worried about me.”

“And you should be worried about them, Abhimaan,” Seraphina’s voice softened. “Lucifer is out there looking for you. When you shot the man’s brother, you became his primary enemy. The man is crazy, Abhi. I know this better than anyone.”

“How?”

Seraphina draped an arm around Abhi and guided him inside. There was a cold breeze outside, and Abhi did not even have a jacket on.

“I was once part of a team that was assigned to take him down.”

Abhi looked startled. “You work for the law?”

“I worked on the right side of the law. It doesn’t matter who I worked for or what I did. I know enough about the man to believe he will not stop at anything. Right now he does not know where you are. If he has your family watched, which I know he does, he would also know that they are worried about your kidnap. For now, at least, your family is safe.”

Abhi pulled back and looked at her. If what she was saying was the truth, then nothing made sense to him anymore. “Why are you doing this? You’re saying you’re trying to protect me and my family, but why do you need to do that? You’re a stranger. I have never seen you before. I don’t think even my family knows you. Then why are you protecting us?”

Seraphina smiled. “Because I...”

“Like to?” Abhi shook his head. 

He was tired of the answer. He needed something more concrete. “That is not the answer. Bhaiyu says the same thing when he wants to escape answering my question. Big-B has the same annoying habit.” Abhi sat down on the couch. “Why does everyone around me have to be so damn annoying? Why can’t people be like Ash Di?”

Abhi’s eyes filled up as he thought about Ash. He was already missing her, just as much as he was missing his Bhaiyu and Big-B. He wished he had at least told Roohi about the dumb threat. She would have got him out safely. He was paying for his foolishness in spades.

Seraphina saw the moisture in his eyes and felt a pang in her heart. She knew what it was to miss someone and hated giving the same pain to Abhi.

“Don’t cry, bachcha. As soon as this is over, I will send you home. I give you my word. Hold on for a few days and you can go back to your family.”

Abhi was too emotional to say anything. 

Seraphina let him be and made her way to the kitchen. The sadness in the boy’s eyes made her restless. Abhi was not wrong. She had made a decision for him which she had no right to make. But if she did not act, Arjun and the family would suffer, something she found unbearable. The only option she had was to make peace with the guilt.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Arjun woke up to familiar warmth and pulled the boy closer to his chest. He was holding on to one child, but his heart lamented for the one who had been taken away from him. Arjun’s eyes misted with tears. He never thought he would go through the same anguish again. It was like he was losing his Bhaiya all over again. 

This time the pain crippled him. He found it hard to breathe. All he could think about was Abhi. Never in his wildest dreams could he imagine that the boy would come to mean so much to him. 

Andy snuggled closer to him, seeking the comfort that only Arjun could provide. 

Arjun held him for a few more minutes before he gently woke him up. The team was instructed to assemble in an hour. He did not want Andy to be late for the meeting. The boy may be his child, but when it came to work, Arjun did not differentiate between any of his team members. 

Andy woke up, stifling a yawn. He had barely slept for two hours.

“We have a meeting,” Arjun said, caressing Andy’s face gently.

Andy wanted to pull up the comforter and forget about everything else, but the officer in him knew better. With a sigh, he got down from the bed. 

Arjun saw the red eyes and held him back. “Were you up all night?”

Andy nodded as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. His eyes were burning. Arjun sighed and reached for the eyedrops he kept handy.

“Two drops in each eye.” He handed the small bottle to Andy. “This will ease the discomfort.”

Andy was grateful. He needed them. 

Arjun helped him with the eyedrops and stepped back. He wished he could tell his child to go back to sleep, but duty called. Arjun steeled his heart and stepped away. Lucifer was on the move. They only knew part of the plan, and whatever they knew was not something they could ignore. 

Time was of the essence. Soon the country would celebrate the 75th Republic Day. That very day, the monster planned to strike. If they failed, they would fail their country, and that was not an option for Arjun.

“Bhaiyu,” Andy called out when he saw him walking toward the closet. 

Arjun looked back with wary eyes.

“We need to find Abhi.” Andy got down from the bed. “I know the team has different priorities, but Abhi is our brother.”

Arjun nodded. They all wanted the boy safe.

Andy’s voice deepened. “I have some
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